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Web link gives hope for threatened mammals
A new project to help protect the world’s most evolutionarily interesting 
and endangered mammals hopes to engage public interest and raise 
funds by charting the development of projects online. Nigel Williams 
reports.Some of the planet’s rarest and 
most unusual mammals are the 
focus of an ambitious conservation 
project launched last month by 
British scientists. The plan will 
be based on animals traditionally 
overlooked by conservationists 
and will allow the public to 
track and donate to individual 
projects via a new website (www.
edgeofexistence.org).
Led by scientists at the 
Zoological Society of London, the 
‘Edge’ team have identifi ed 100 
species of mammal that have the 
fewest relatives left alive in the 
wild, making them the world’s 
most genetically unique mammals. 
The 10 most endangered, including the Yangtse river dolphin 
and bumblebee bat, will be the 
focus of the fi rst year’s work. 
Jonathan Baillie of ZSL said the 
aim was to prevent unique species 
from sliding unnoticed towards 
extinction.
“This is the fi rst global-scale 
programme specifi cally developed 
to focus on these one-of-a-kind 
and highly threatened animals. 
We will be working to protect 
some of the world’s most 
extraordinary species, including 
giant venomous shrew-like 
creatures, matchbox-sized bats 
and egg-laying mammals, all of 
which are teetering on the edge of 
extinction.”The almost blind Yangtse river 
dolphin is at the top of the list. 
“It’s extremely threatened, a team 
was recently out there looking for 
it and could not fi nd one — 
they truly are on the verge of 
extinction,” said Baillie.
Others include: the egg-laying 
long-beaked echidna; the mouse-
like long-eared jerboa, which has 
the largest ear to body ratio of any 
mammal; and the world’s smallest 
mammal, the bumblebee bat.
“If we lose them there’s nothing 
similar to them left on the planet,” 
said Baillie. “If you were to think 
of an Edge species in art terms, it 
would be like losing the Mona Lisa, 
something that’s irreplaceable and 
completely distinct.”
In selecting the Edge list, 
scientists fi rst highlighted those 
mammals with the fewest close 
relatives, in order to work out which Out on a limb: The evolutionary distinctness and vulnerability of tropical slender loris have put it on the new list of mammal conserva-
tion targets drawn up by Zoological Society of London scientists. (Photo: ZSL.)
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The ecosystems that have 
underpinned all European 
societies until the present day 
and have helped European 
culture gain global signifi cance 
will be disabled by climate 
change, according to a new 
report by EU scientists.
Much of the continent’s 
agriculture, which developed 
the vine and the olive and now 
involves many other crops and 
livestock, is threatened and much 
of the continent’s wildlife is also 
at risk.
Europe’s modern lifestyles, 
A new report from the European 
Union focusing on the likely 
impact of climate change on the 
continent’s ecosystems presents 
the prospect of major problems  
ahead and is being used to 
support wider efforts to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions, writes 
Nigel Williams.
Europe ramps up 
climate-change 
fearsTroubled waters: The little-known pygmy hippopotamus of central Africa joins the ZSL 
list of unusual mammals in need of urgent conservation measures. (Photo: ZSL.)from summer holidays in the 
Mediterranean and winter 
skiing trips to the Alps could 
become impossible if southern 
Europe’s summer weather 
becomes too hot and winter 
snowfall disappears in the 
mountains. Such changes will 
have enormous ecological and 
economic impact.
The force of last month’s report 
lies in its setting out of the scale 
of the continent-wide threat to 
Europe’s ‘ecosystem services’. 
This a relatively new but powerful 
concept, which recognises that 
essential elements of normal 
life — such as food, water, wood 
and fuel — that may generally be 
taken for granted, are all ultimately 
dependent on the proper 
functioning of ecosystems in the 
natural world.
“Climate change will alter the 
supply of European ecosystem 
services over the next century,” 
the report says. “While it will 
result in enhancement of some 
ecosystem services, a large 
portion will be adversely affected 
because of drought, reduced soil animals had evolved independently 
for the longest period of time. The 
results were cross-referenced with 
the International Conservation 
Union’s offi cial list of endangered 
species to identify the 10 priority 
animals. “When species have few 
close relatives there could be a 
number of reasons — they could 
have evolved for a long time and 
not created new species or their 
close relatives could have died off. 
Either way, they represent entire 
lineages,” said Baillie.
The public can track the 
progress of the conservation 
effort and contribute through the 
project’s website. “It’s appealing 
to the general public through 
the website and identifying what 
needs to be done to empower 
people,” he said. “It’s one thing 
to tell people that species are 
threatened but its another to 
provide solutions and allow them 
to get involved in the solution.”
Many of the animals on the 
Edge list have been overlooked 
because they come from poorly 
explored regions or species groups where scientists have had 
little interest. Baillie said raising 
the animals’ profi le would be key 
to the future.
In collaboration with local 
scientists and biodiversity groups, 
ZSL scientists will come up with 
the conservation plans needed 
for each species on the Edge list. 
Their plans will be posted on the 
website and move ahead as funds 
accumulate. “We’ll move as fast as 
we can with the funding available, 
through the internet and other 
sources. People can fund projects 
over the internet and, as soon as 
they are funded, we’ll move forward 
with them. We’ll also have blogs, 
where people can follow progress, 
and web forums,” he said.
ZSL scientists plan to expand 
the project. They are working on 
an Edge list for amphibians, and 
will then move onto other groups. 
“There is such a gap and so many 
people are interested in this that 
it will grow quite rapidly.” The ZSL 
has also launched an exhibition 
about the key endangered species 
at London Zoo.
